Review of the book CONSOLATIONS OF PHILOSOPHY by Alain de Botton 

(Time Magazine 14 April 2000) 

Alain de Botton constructs an Epicurian list of what’s required for happiness - friends, 
freedom, an active mind, and enough money so that subsistence level needs are met. And 
so on. 

Seneca teaches us that if we expect less from life we will be less disappointed when 
things don’t go our way. From Nietzsche we learn that only by suffering setbacks do we 
achieve greatness. 

At the end the only problem with de Botton is that he is simplifying the works of others, 
and he promises more than he delivers. The ideas garnered from the tales of these great 
men lack any trace of profundity. 

Here’s what 2400 years of wisdom brings us: STAND UP WHAT YOU BELIEVE IN, 
MATERIAL GOODS WON’T MAKE YOU HAPPY, LOWER YOUR 
EXPECTATIONS TO AVOID DISAPPOINTMENTS, and THROUGH SUFFERING 
COMES STRENGTH. It’s all sound advice, but its advice that’s all been heard before. 

At their best, great writings teach us about ourselves. If we see a common experience or 
emotion expressed in a play, a thought, a novel, than it makes us feel less alone in the 
world. So, in CONSOLATIONS OF PHILOSOPHY, de Botton shows how the writers 
helped him in his own experience. How after reading Montaigne’s writings on the human 
body, he wasn’t embarrassed when he was not able to make love on a vacation in 
Portugal. He also shows us how lives of philosophers were reflected in their own words. 

De Botton takes us through the thinkers chronologically. Starting with Socrates on 
unpopularity who was sentenced to death for annoying the people of ancient Athens with 
his constant questioning of accepted beliefs. What is courage? What makes a man 
virtuous? Socrates chose to die rather than renounce his beliefs that wisdom comes 
through reasoning. We must, Socrates said, question common assumptions. If they don’t 
hold up than we have a right to stand apart from the crowd. 

GIVE ME PHILOSOPHY OR GIVE ME DEATH: Socrates teaches us to stand up for 
truth. 


